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prologue 


Author's Notes: 
written for maddy, but also you. next door neighbor au with a twist, precautionary warning for mentioned 


domestic abuse and drug usage in later chapters. will be mirror posted to a03. enjoy! 


CPS has stopped coming to the Bailey residence entirely. Axl's pretty sure they're not allowed to declare 
anyone a lost cause, but he kept ignoring the social worker's too-personal questions the last time they visited, 
and Axl's sister wasn't home to tell the full story. They've run through everybody the county's sent out at 
the request of Stuart's teachers, who see bruises and dirty clothes and how fucking nice Stuart is despite it. 
They want to fix them, because someday Stuart will go to college and do real shit and it will be a gold star on 


their record, the kid that would've been OD'd at twenty-four trailer trash if it weren't for them. 
Axl's teachers have stopped calling. 
"Get the fuck out here, Bill," his mom grits out, after her favorite coffee mug smashes against the wall and 


his stepdad's movements make the whole trailer shake. She's already pushed Stuart out the front door, and 
she's got her arms splayed wide at her sides as though the action might shield his stepdad from taking him 


by storm; distracting him from throttling Axl while he stands stockstill with his back to the door. 


‘lm calling the cops," Axl says, cradling the ugly off-white receiver against his ear, digging his fingers into it. 
Like it'll do anything. Like they'll show up this time, when they failed to the time before. His dad sweeps a big 
arm out, knocks their pathetic dining room table over so it slams against the wall and the plastic dishes 


scatter everywhere. 


"Don't you dare. Don't you dare touch him," his mom says, grabbing the spatula she used to cook dinner with 
and taking one step towards his dad. 


Axl dials il without taking his eyes off his stepdad, who lurches for his mom, shoving her up against the 
opposite wall with one hand. She gasps out a broken noise, kicking out as soon as she recovers, trying to catch 


his knees. When he slaps her, harder than Axl's ever seen, Axl's whole world collapses and goes white. 


When the tinny voice on the phone asks, "Ml, what's your emergency?" Axl is already hitting his stepfather 
over the head with it as hard as he can. 


Axl wakes up on the couch with Stuart sitting on the floor beside him, holding a dog-eared paperback book. He 
looks up when Axl stirs, smiling with one corner of his mouth. Axl groans in response and gropes at his head, 
feeling makeshift bandages wrapped around it. He remembers, distantly, his dad's fingernails digging into his 
scalp as he pulled him off-he remembers his head bouncing against the window and he remembers a buzzing 
noise deep, deep in his brain. 


"| called Il," Axl mumbles. 


"We can't afford the hospital bills," Stuart says. "Mom convinced them that it was just the two of us playing a 
prank, so they didn't send anyone out” 


"Good," Axl replies, falling back down 

'Not really," Stuart says. "You probably have a concussion’ 
"Good," Axl growls. "Maybe | won't wake up next time" 
"Don't say that! 


It's silent for a nice long moment, just the sound of their mom pacing in her bedroom and people shouting 


somewhere outside, far enough away that he can't make out a single word. Stuart sighs. He sounds older than 


sixteen, like someone's fucking grandfather. 
"Dad left again," he says. 


Axl closes his eyes. Behind his eyelids, he sees a myriad of red and yellow; bloody knuckles and bared, snarling 
teeth. "We'll probably see him in about.. oh, l'd say five hours or something, just like always. He'll go get so 
shitfaced that he won't know his left from his right and then he'll come back for round two." 


"Ma said.." Stuart starts and then draws off, looking down at the book in his hands. 


Axl feels his stomach flip at the tone of his voice, a desperate somersault of motion inside him. He crawls off 


the couch to sit across from Stuart on the floor, shoving at his shoulder. 
"What?" he asks. "What the fuck did Ma say?" 


Stuart doesn't look at him when he says, "She says it would be better if you weren't here when he comes 


back." 


Axl thinks about the buzzing in his head for a brief second, the flash of white before he was hitting his 
father hard and fast and over and over with the telephone until he felt the sting of knuckles sock him right in 
the temple. It's still throbbing. He can't stop the tears that spring up, but he hides them from Stuart, jumping 
to his feet and taking the three steps to press himself against his mom's bedroom door and says, lips pressed 
close to the hole in the particle board that his dad put his fist through last December, "Ma, please tell me | 


don't have to leave. Don't make me leave you." 


He knows that she was listening to them. You can't hide anything from people when you live in a house made 


of goddamn cardboard. She stops pacing, and he can hear her breathing on the other side. 


"He's gonna end up killin’ somebody,” she says in her thick midwestern drawl, "I can't let that be you, Bill. You 
just don't know when to fuckin’ sfop, and he's gonna- so you need to go. You need to get out of here." 


"Ma," Axl whispers around shuddering breaths, high little kid sobs that he should be ashamed of at eighteen 
but it's his mom. She's all he's ever had. She huffs out a hard breath. 


"Just for the night. Give him time to cool down, he's just.. he's just drunk, Billy. He's just a little out of it, is 


all." 


Axl feels the floor slip away from him but he's still on his feet when his head stops spinning. Quietly, ignoring 
Stuart watching him from the floor, he grabs the backpack he stole from Goodwill at the beginning of the 
school year and starts stuffing things into it at random. When he slings it over his shoulder and heads for the 
door, pretending like he's not about to collapse, Stuart says his name and then nothing else. Axl looks back at 


him briefly before he says, "Be safe," and slams out of the trailer. 


When he climbs into Izzy's window, it's after 3:00 AM and he has already cried out most of his frustration 
and anger on the way there, leaving him feeling melancholic and hollow and ready to drop dead on the 
pavement. His leg might be sprained, he thinks, as he hauls himself up and into the room and feels pain 


shooting through his whole body. He's lucky Izzy only lives a few blocks down the street. 


Izzy, who had been sound asleep in his bed, bolts up in a wild panic the moment Axl's feet hit the wooden 
flooring, and even through the dim light of the moon and stars Axl is still able to watch the tension ease from 


his shoulders once he realizes who it is breaking into his bedroom. 


"Christ, Bailey," Izzy hisses. He sits up and rubs at his eyes, and for a moment they just stare at each other. 
Its too dark for Izzy to see anything, maybe, but Axl's eyes have long since adjusted. "Your dad again?" 


Axl doesn't reply, just limps over to Izzy's desk chair and throws himself down into it without grace and 
immediately starts fiddling with whatever his hands come into contact with first. He brushes against something 
slim- a pencil, he figures- and begins to twirl it between his fingers. Izzy flicks on the lamp beside his bed and 


leans up on an elbow to regard Axl, his brows drawn together in confusion 


Axl watches as the curiosity morphs into horror, which eventually melts down into something like pity all in 
the span of three seconds. 


Izzy's jaw goes slack as his eyes scan Axl's face, lingering on the bandages on his head, and he glances away 
when their gazes meet in the middle. He looks overwhelmed. 


"Man, fuck your dad," he says, eventually, and Axl laughs. 


"Yeah." 


They sit at the bus stop together the next morning, getting up early to get out before Izzy's parents wake up. 
His mom has no problem with Axl; likes him, even, says he's a nice boy compared to those other shady 
characters Izzy calls his friends, but Izzy's dad is drinking buddies with Axl's stepdad, which means Izzy's dad 


gets a stream of news about how Axl's a useless fuckup his mom would've aborted if she'd had the money. 


Axl thinks Izzy's dad also heard about the time Axl got caught kissing some guy from grade nine after the 
school's annual Spring Fling, and about how he nearly ended up in the ER. after his stepdad's reaction. He hasn't 


said anything, but he watches him closely when he's around Izzy, like he's waiting for him to make a move. 


When he showed up at school a few days after that, face bruised almost beyond recognition, all he told Izzy 
was that he didn't know what had set his dad off this time, that he's just crazy and he's always gonna be 


crazy and Axl's staring down the end of his own gun, there. 


"You wanna go to the strip mall downtown and see what records are out this month?" Izzy asks, legs kicked 


out in front of him and crossed at the ankle. 


Axl mulls it over. He twirls the cigarette dangling between his fingers before sucking a short drag off of it, 
tilting his head back to stare at the purplish-blue sky. 


"Nah," he says, "I have to watch Stu after school while my mom is out" / have fo make sure he's okay. lzzy 
watches him from the corner of his eye, his expression reading skeptical, but he just nods once and lets the 


conversation drop. 
Somewhere behind them, a dog starts barking. 


It's tolerable for a little while, but the dog just barks and barks and barks, and after another moment of 
endless irritable noise Axl finally turns to cast a sour look over his shoulder; scowling at the way each 


consecutive yap makes his head throb in searing pain. 

"Who's that?" He asks and Izzy turns to look next, draping an arm around the back of the bench. 

"New neighbors." 

Axl watches as an army of kids take turns unloading what appears to be two moving trucks, filing out 
furniture and appliances in a steady stream and marching them into the house next to Izzy's. They look upper 
class, he thinks; a real Leave It To Beaver type of family with their hoity red Buick sat out front and their 
fancy clean clothes- but the tallest of them, the blonde one, stands out like a sore thumb. 

From this distance, Axl can't really make out much of his appearance. He's decked out in all-black threads 
though, with a huge head of hair to tack on to his already-towering frame; and Axl stares as the tall guy 
laughs when one of the girls leans in to tell him something, pushing an unlabeled box into his hands. 


Nobody's been in that house since he was in diapers. 


"They're from the West," Izzy supplies helpfully, pilfering the smoke from Axl's fingers. "Washington. Or 


Montana, | guess. | don't really know." 


"Oh" Axl pauses. "They've got a lot of kids." 


"Uh huh. Someone's been busy," Izzy snickers. Axl leans over to bump their shoulders together, grinning when 


Izzy turns to look at him. 

On the bus they sit at the very back, away from the usual boisterous crowd that populate the front seats. 
Axl props his knees up against the back of the seat in front of him and uses his pack to cushion his head, 
leaning against the window and wincing at the way his temple aches when it touches the cool glass. 

Outside, the world starts to shift as the bus pulls away from the curb, and Axl's eyes find Izzy's new 


neighbors again as he passes them by. A shiny metal plackard beside their doorbell glints in the morning light, 
barely catching Axl's awareness before the bus is rounding a corner and chugging down the street. 


525. 


The McKagans. 


